This article discusses the postcard-size advertisements that are available, free of charge, in special stands in public places such as cafes, university cafeterias and bars. In addition to their original purpose -both as mailing postcards and as advertisements designated for free distribution -they rarely serve those who take them as actual postcards, but more often as collectors' items and as conversation pieces, as a way of being 'in' and as a component in structuring cultural and social frameworks. The article focuses on the complex aspects of the discourse in which the postcards participate, including the social aspects arising from their verbal and visual linguistic components.
The study on which this article is based took place between 1996 and 1998, and focused on the phenomenon of the everyday environment as a channel of communication. The discussion of postcards is one part of this study, and includes the examination of approximately 300 postcards distributed free of charge in Israel, the US and Europe. The study included interviews with producers and distributors of postcards in Israel and the US, as well as a sample of postcard consumers in public places such as cafes and bars, and with the managers of these places. The full data will be included in a forthcoming publication. The current article focuses on the characteristics of local Israeli culture and on the components of international culture that appear in postcards produced in Israel. This focus thus examines the iconography of the postcards and provides a literary commentary.
Owing to the public nature of these texts, the receivers tend to add their own active comment by writing their response to the sender on the wall, scribbling on the bus-stop advertisements, etc. It appears that the bothersome, yet flattering, combination of the appeal in the public sphere, which suddenly invades the private sphere ('someone scribbled on the wall opposite my house' , 'they don't even leave you alone in the toilet'), and the unique anonymity of the medium, reinforce the temptation and the willingness to act. Lefebvre's (1991) concept of alternative geographies, the ideological creation of a representative space which constructs self identities and structures the historical image of communities, helps to depict the relation between the consumers and their use of their location. It is this kind of response that forms the basis of the idea of marketing the free postcards, while using space as a 'daily psychodrama' (Pile, 1996: 241-56 ) and the postcards becoming collectors' items. The postcards thus encourage a continuous change in the roles of the participants (the producers of the postcards and their responding audience, or receivers) and the medium within the framework of the discourse (the postcards themselves).
Throughout this discussion, I note the unique nature of the frame of the discourse, which develops between the advertisers and distributors of the postcards and the actions of their audience, apparently invisible and unknown, yet identified according to the postcard company's selfadvertisement, cited at the beginning of this article as the 'real audience' , 'Generation X' (Copeland, 1991 ). An indirect dialogue takes place here, almost devoid of feedback, in which 'the medium' changes its functions as it changes hands, when different receivers ('the segmented audience') create new definitions for it. The audience itself shows a certain aesthetic taste with an inclination towards a particular social group, expressed both by the choice of card and by the location in which these cards are offered. I also discuss the use that the receivers make of the product. The article analyses the attempts made by the postcard designers to attract the various audiences, the methods used to address the receivers and the written and visual linguistic components of the postcards.
In the process of linguistic and social interaction, the postcards move beyond their initial definition as a commercial product and come to mirror a social phenomenon, as well as verbal and visual fashions (Leiss et al., 1990) . To a certain extent, the postcards become a scale by which the preferences and trends of various audiences (internet surfers, 'progressive' bank clients, etc.) are measured. This is an ever-changing scale that must be continuously updated. Another characteristic is the manner in which the postcards add to their initial destination ('turns your advertisement into a collector's item') and appear in a new guise as a gift, a conversation piece, part of the updated self-definition mosaic, and as one of the components that shape the receivers' personal environment at home or at the workplace.
The discussion of the characteristics of the medium deals with the way in which the 'thumbprint' of the postcards themselves, their construction as a sophisticated, surprising yet identifiable medium, invites various definitions of the needs and the roles of the participants in their open discourse. It is this 'thumbprint' that gives the postcards their identity and anchors them as a phenomenon. In this context, I also discuss the blurred boundaries between the private and the public, in the subject matter of the postcards and their design, in the manner of their distribution, and in the various uses to which they are put (Morley, 1994 ). An examination of a few representative postcards is used to illustrate the discussion and to demonstrate my arguments. For a discussion on the function of 'art' in advertising, see, e.g., Berger (1972: 129-54; Williamson, 1996) ; and also note Forceville's (1996: 67-82 ) discussion of the artistic and communicative aspects of advertising.
T H E P O S T C A R D S A S P H Y S I C A L O B J E C T S
The advertisement postcards are distributed in public places for commercial purposes in a variety of fields and are also offered to subscribers. They have been distributed in Israel over the last six years, and in eastern and western Europe, the US, Australia and South Africa for over 10 years. The fact that subscriptions to series of postcards are offered highlights the desire to give them the prestige of collectors' items. In some countries, there is also a special line in children's postcards. The postcard producers in Israel define their target audience as being between 18 and 35 years old, with average or above-average education and income levels. Students and soldiers are particularly noted. According to the producers, the postcards are a fashionable medium in IDF (the Israeli Army) bases. They are used for decoration, and many soldiers subscribe to series of postcards. The postcards are usually in Hebrew and appeal primarily to the local audience, and are therefore not distributed in tourist centres or hotels.
The target audience, according to the advertising company, includes young adults who live alone or with room-mates in large cities, as well as young couples who frequently go out for recreation activities or to eat out. This audience reads newspapers and books; they are extremely computer literate, they often work in hi-tech, advertising, retail, real estate, they are young businessmen and women with a high job turnover. Many of the advertisements are aimed specifically at this assumed audience. The desired receiver, according to the distributors, is an active, conscious 'customer' , one who chooses 'his' or 'her' message from the stand and takes it home. The actual audience is probably more complex, and so are the levels of consciousness and the attitudes towards the postcards, which are conceived as 'heterogeneous, differentiated, fragmented, yet part of the ubiquity of the visual and the pervasiveness of new forms of communication and cultural promotion' (Nava, 1996: 46) .
The temporary nature of the medium is evident in the fact that the postcard producers offer the advertising agencies two-week runs of national or local distribution. In Israel, 90 percent of the postcards are taken from the stands within two weeks, which indicates the high level of attention that they receive; in some isolated cases, entire postcard stands have been removed. During this two-week period, 200 postcards are placed at each distribution point. The distributors note that both favourable and hostile responses to the contents of the postcards are received by phone or on the internet. Another response takes the form of ordering a particular postcard that has run out. In such cases, there was a marked preference for postcards on political or social issues initiated by the production company itself, such as the postcard that appeared following the assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin (the postcard presented Rabin's portrait, with the caption: 'We shall not forget and we shall not forgive'). Another favourite type was that of postcards with prominent text, clear, sharp visual images and a teaser or a hidden message. A 1996 study revealed that 35 percent of the people who take postcards collect them, whether by hanging them on the refrigerator, pinning them on a cork board, framing them, using them as bookmarks, keeping them in a drawer, etc. They are given to other people by 29 percent of those who take them. Only approximately 16 percent send them through the mail, which is perhaps not surprising given the very small space left for the sender's text. Thus, despite their identifiable size and shape, their primary function may not in fact be as postcards. Small companies, in particular, benefited from return postcards (where readers are invited to send comments to the advertiser) and a strong connection with the internet and with net magazines. It is noteworthy that in Israel, health institutions, the Ministry of Transport and the IDF make use of this medium, although their postcards appeal to a wider audience. Some of the advertisers see the postcards as an additional advertising medium, secondary to the central advertisement channels in the mass media.
Interestingly, while the postcards are offered as an advertising medium, the various producers perceive themselves as audience shapers (not public opinion makers, but shapers of audiences themselves). Within the framework of this social involvement, they allocate space for political issues. This was stated repeatedly in interviews held with postcard producers and distributors in Israel, the US and Europe. Thus they declare the importance of social involvement within the general mosaic of the advertisements that they offer their audiences.
The postcards discussed in this article are representative examples of what the producers have defined as 'audience shapers' . They present the target audience with a decoding challenge which requires a sophisticated combination of local and worldly cultural knowledge and skills in reading written and visual texts (Kellner, 1995) . In order to fully decode the random 'showcases' of a given postcard stand, a complex body of knowledge is required. This includes familiarity with 'classic' products with a cosmopolitan aura (beer, cigarettes), and fluency in local Israeli nostalgia such as chocolate wrappers or New Year greeting cards. It calls for up-to-date technological awareness (computers, the internet) and a command of fashionable modes of dress and slang (such as MTV culture). The postcards require their decoders to identify cultural phenomena such as clothing and music fashions, etc. They also invite the decoders to become active artists and culture consumers by picking the postcards and transforming them. The various types of social definition, as reflected in the visual and verbal linguistic components of the postcards, are discussed later. First, I discuss the postcard stand as a text in its own right.
T H E M E D I U M
The advertisement postcards are, first and foremost, a medium 'which goes against itself ' , contradicts and abandons its original purpose, being a postcard by name and in its format, but one that is usually not sent. Thus a series of possible new identities are offered. The 'openness' of the postcard appears in disguise. The primary function of the postcard -the short message, 'unclassified' , written on a card which is not put into an envelope, and therefore, in effect, open to random decoding by chance receivers -turns into an advertisement which openly appeals to a large audience.
The Hebrew word for postcard, geluyah, reflects the medium's central characteristic: not hidden, open, an open card. The adjective galui; geluyah (open, revealed, masc. and fem., respectively), becomes a noun, promoting a specific characteristic of the postcard (other possible characteristics might be a framed visual image, a souvenir from a tourist site). Thus openness is seen to be the essence of the medium's being (see, e.g., Lakoff and Johnson, 1980: 61-8) . The Israeli producers took this primary meaning when they gave the series its name. The Hebrew term, pirsomet geluyah, has a double meaning. It can be translated both as 'open advertising' (in contrast to pirsomet semuya, indirect or subliminal advertising) and as 'an advertising postcard' . In Hebrew, the idiom gilui lev (lit. open-heartedness) denotes honesty and directness, and this connotation is given by the product's name. This then becomes an advertising strategy, an attempt to soften the negative image of commercials, which are always under suspicion of deliberately hiding or blurring information. These advertisements are seen to be open and the postcard is open, but the commercial frame of the free gift is concealed in its packaging. The postcard is elevated to a topic of conversation, and the advertisers as well as the audience 'lay their (post)cards on the table' . Indeed, this expression in Hebrew conceals another pun: 'to talk openly' (='Geluyot'), that is, 'to talk postcards' . The receivers are invited to an open dialogue, whose various functions soften the harsh nature of the normal advertisement. Unlike newspaper, television or radio advertisements, which distract those who would prefer to direct their attention to other messages, the postcard advertisements remain on offer. For the most part they are humorous, and are graphically of a high aesthetic standard. They do not demand attention and do not invade the focused sphere of interest of the individual; rather, they appear as an inviting option, one of many. In the public spaces where they are displayed (cafeterias, bars, public conveniences), they form part of the furniture -just like the walls, counters, tables, chairs, cash registers, cups, glasses, bottles and sugar sachets, the postcard stands fit right in. Thus their status is comparable to any item that attracts attention, and thus they also aspire to the more prestigious image of environmental art, which offers an idea and woos the perceiver's 'empty moments' , rather than to the image of an intruder into visual or attention space.
The postcard itself, following its identification as a 'non-post card' , or as a playful 'impost(ure)-card' , appears in various stylistic versions designed to attract responses and actions from the receivers. Some postcards are round, some have 'flaps' , some have detachable parts, some need to be manually rotated in order to be read. Many postcards require their clients to solve a puzzle, to open double pages or to spread out a chain of postcards. Furthermore, in the absence of feedback beyond the action itself, a private game between the receiver and the postcard develops. The game can be extended to include other participants. The medium itself changes according to the attitude of the receiver, and thus it redefines, with each action, the participants' location and status in the discourse system. In addition to the receivers' clearcut role as 'active readers' , which validates the contents presented in the postcards when they decode, recycle and reconstruct them, a constant change is taking place in the definition of the discourse frames. The framework in which the sender is the advertiser, the medium is the postcard and the receivers are the potential consumers, turns into a discourse system in which the initial sender is an artist, the postcard is the framed work of art and the receivers are spectators at an exhibition. In another possible framework, receivers who become senders blur the advertising message when they send the postcard adding a personal message. The postcard enables the receivers to 'take with them' a framed image, to possess a visual image, an image which originates in an advertising environment, and never fully loses this identity, but which may suggest additional personal or public meanings. Thus the medium, which was originally intended to provide the advertiser with the possibility of forming contact with the receiver, becomes an act of 'self-correspondence' .
The advertising postcard is innovative in that the receivers not only choose the framework of the text which catches their interest (as they might chose a certain television show), but they can also choose to change roles and become the creators, who change the purpose of the medium at their will. The medium itself goes through an actual reincarnation when it is removed from its primary purpose and becomes 'something else' .
The uniqueness of the advertising postcard as an expressive medium lies in its built-in aspiration to participate in the constant change of its function, by receivers who become senders, and this becomes one of the goals as well as one of the methods of the communication act. This is the reason for the examination of the medium and of the target audience that is reflected by it. The postcard stand (Figure 1 ) brings together various reality materials within a kind of democratic mosaic. Passers-by take from these materials according to their interest, and thus they also make a private declaration of their spheres of interest, social ascription, aesthetic preference and even a degree of creativity, in an act which also contains the pleasure of getting something for nothing. The location of the stand is aimed at the momentarily captive audience and takes advantage of the empty, 'dull moments' which are enforced on members of the public in both public areas and intimate corners in cafes and bars: in public conveniences, next to cash registers, on walls to which public telephones are attached, walls opposite entrances, etc. Thus the postcard stands are placed in the space between the intimate and the public, and present the customer with the possibility of publicly or privately taking a postcard, looking at it or putting it away. This point is noteworthy because of the provocative nature of particular postcards, which increases the feeling of 'forbidden fruit' , which may be felt by those who take an almost nude picture of men and women advertising, perhaps, a health club, or a postcard with a sexual message, etc. (It is also possible, of course, to hide such a postcard beneath another postcard, advertising the humble actions of the Ministry of Health.) The postcard stand is designed as an open, multi-cell showcase. It serves, in every given array, both as an autonomous text, whose overall nature is created anew each time the postcard display changes, and as a show case, which offers its audience the chance to focus each time on a select component, and adds the active operation of taking a postcard. Cultural events, art, consumer products and political messages appear side by side in a uniform and unifying format, offered for collection.
An overall look at the stand in Figure 1 which are not intended to invite an audience to an exhibition, but which use the postcard and the stand as their framework of expression (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996) . The proximity to art is reinforced by the meticulous aesthetic quality of the postcards, accompanied by the pleasant absence of demands and patronage surrounding the 'sacred' work of art that you are forbidden to touch, and for which a price must be paid to make it yours.
The postcard stand, as an inclusive text, can be related to the phenomenon of an act of communication, at the centre of which are multivocal channels, offering simultaneously a variety of messages and of types of information aimed at different audiences, through the use of various verbal and visual means. Examples of such channels are video clips, computer programs and films, which offer the lateral dissemination of many details, and whose overall perception completes the information. The decoding process begins with an overall view, followed by disassembly and a focus on selected components, from which a new overall message is constructed, rather than a continuous linear construction as in a narrative. The discussions of both the visual and the verbal aspects of the stands and of the postcards will focus on the 'split-screen' effect and on the skills needed to decode it. The stand creates an image, which is unique in its multi-vocality and its blurred boundaries on various levels. It deliberately creates hybrid notions and unexpected connections between poles of ideas, which in turn create new perceptions of social issues such as historical outlook, sexual identity and attitudes. At the same time, the various messages receive the same degree of importance in a medium which combines visual and verbal language similar to the effect of television (Booth, 1982) . This democratic multi-vocality influence also attempts to indicate a social framework, a label, or a certain social category, as discussed later.
The picture of the stand (Figure 1 ) is offered as a framework for the examination of two central characteristics of the postcard. The first characteristic is its perception as an autonomous mosaic connected to an entire picture, a colourful, detailed text with aesthetic unity and a repetitive, easily identified format. The second is its perception as a temporary exhibit, a shifting crossword puzzle in which the active audience contributes to its design -a design that is constantly being renewed. It is the audience that gives the stand its dynamic nature in that it takes many samples of a particular postcard, thus declaring its popularity, while neglecting others. In cafes, customers sometimes leave a 'personal mosaic' of postcards that have been taken from the stand, have served as a short conversation piece, and have remained on the table, awaiting the next customer and his or her reaction. Thus an additional link is created through the invitation to the discussion, an indirect appeal, but one that often receives a response from the unknown receiver. Some people do not return the postcards to their original places, and thus they create 'double visual checkers' on the stand. The postcards in Figure 1 present a typical variety of subjects, appealing to various audiences:
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• Foreign cigarette and beer advertisements presented in stands throughout the world;
• Postcards promoting a current cultural event, or a new product, that are noted for their short life span: advertisements for a movie, a new watch, a new car;
• 'Institutional' advertising: 'Don't drink and drive' (The Ministry of Transport), which uses the postcards as part of an advertising campaign in various media;
• Single postcards forming part of a series: the advertisement for Windows, bra advertisements, an advertisement for a local weekly newspaper, The City, and a series of artistic creations distributed exclusively on postcards.
These are typical of the display of cards on almost any given postcard stand, their diversity oriented towards their varied audiences. The advertisements for beer and cigarettes are the most traditional and least selective. They attempt to flatter the audience by depicting an appeal to a cosmopolitan, connoisseur audience. Computer advertisements attempt to woo, rather naively, the 'freaks' or at least those with a minimal knowledge of computers; and the institutional advertisements attempt to spread serious messages in relatively light packaging. In what follows, I focus on a selection from the fourth group, in which the postcard appears as part of a series. These postcards consciously appeal to sophisticated audiences, those audiences whom the distributors are attempting to 'shape' . Their visual and verbal language relies on a common, updated cultural knowledge, which enables their audiences to decode the complex relations between different texts. By examining the decoding process of the various layers, I attempt to define these postcards as a frame for the delineation and definition of a social group that shares a common cultural reservoir. It is noteworthy that surveys carried out by the postcard companies found these particular postcards to be the most popular.
T H E P O S T C A R D S
'I haven't seen you for two days already ... Send your girl a postcard' This postcard (Figure 2 ) belongs to the 'institutional' series of postcards, and is put out by The Israeli Council for Soldiers, which is trying to resurrect old messages of writing home, of responsibility and mutual concern between children and parents through the advertising postcards. The thoughts and associations in this postcard move in a number of directions, involving both visual and written images, as well as a separation between the photograph on the front and the written text on the back. In the black-and-white photograph, a girl is posing, dressed and made up like an old-fashioned studio movie star (taken from an existing photograph archive of such V i s u a l C o m m u n i c a t i o n 2 ( 3 ) 274 pictures). The young soldiers will probably not identify the actress, but might connect her with films about soldiers and their loving girls in time of war. This creates the association with romance, yearning, chivalry and perhaps even a 'happy end' . The written text ('I haven't seen you for two days already'), in an 'old-fashioned' font against a faded yellow background, adds to these associations. The thought, presented as in a comic strip, appears above the girl's head. This is one of a series of postcards revolving around a similar theme: for example, 'You know your mother worries ... Send your mother a postcard' (Figure  3 ). Here we can see shades of the 'inverse opposite' in the choice of the 'old' comic visual image. The combination of nostalgia and kitsch, accompanied by somewhat ironic, somewhat pleasing absurdity which allows for the embracing of, and nostalgia for, 'old-fashioned' values, such as love and devotion, packaged in mild yet conscious ridicule, is a component that is discussed later in greater detail. The use of humour has a softening effect; it provides a safety net of disguise, of distancing references, which grants permission for being homesick.
At the bottom of the postcard in Figure 2 , the text 'send your girl a postcard' appears as the linking part in this chain of associations. This brings the postcard back to its original purpose as a letter -alongside the reference to postcards of film stars, which is also a familiar medium. It is only when we turn the postcard over (otherwise we would not know whether this is an advertisement for a new disc, a work of art or just a personal initiative of the advertiser who wants to surprise his girlfriend), that we discover that the card is a promotion by the Israeli Council for Soldiers. Three trends appear in the accompanying text: the appeal to the soldier to 'keep in touch' through the Council; the emphasis on the importance of donations for the Council's activities; and the unclear designation of the postcard as a 'lucky postcard' , perhaps a sort of amulet, and perhaps part of a campaign that has already been forgotten. The patronizing tone of the command in Figure 3 to send a postcard ('call your mother') identifies the IDF as a concerned, paternal, protective organization which maintains contact between the soldiers and their loved ones. The 'postcard girl' in Figure 2 is associated with visual images of glamorous women, which all-male audiences tend to collect and to cultivate for both their intimate and their communal needs (Bernard, 1995) . A spectrum of references pervades the postcard in Figure 2 ; each of its components touches upon the other and it meticulously leaves the decoding options open. The soldier can enjoy the picture, he can send it to his girlfriend as a joke or hang it on his locker door, totally ignoring the Council and the sophisticated image which it is trying to present. In many texts that bring out similar associations between familiar visual image reservoirs, the use of blackand-white photography and contemporary reality plays on combining the modern and the nostalgic. Thus the presentation of the 'classic' values which we miss (or seem to miss), packaged in distancing humour, appear in many cases in which there is an attempt to rejuvenate an old product, or to ease the confrontation with a strong emotion (in this case, homesickness, loneliness). None of the diverse appeals to the audience impose upon, or attempt to take over, any other. There is an overall attempt to attract attention on as many levels as possible in order to create the image of an invitation to play the field where many open-ended associations flourish.
In this context, it is noteworthy that one of the big hits of one of the distribution companies was the advertisement for Israeli 'Elite' milk chocolate. The wrapping of this chocolate has remained unchanged since it came onto the market decades ago, and has become identified with the product. In fact, the product has become known by the name of its wrapping ('Cow Chocolate'; see the postcards on the stand in Figure 1) . The postcard is a photograph of the chocolate wrapping itself. The only addition (the advertisement) is the caption under the cow's picture: 'There are some tastes that stay with you throughout your life.' The postcard was distributed in a period of nostalgia for the not-too-distant past, during which discussions of the reservoir of collective childhood memories were in fashion. The postcards disappeared from the stands and became individual 'works of art' in many homes. The collection of this particular postcard was evidence of the desire to adopt the trend of a particular social group, which combines humorous nostalgia with a personal stamp, giving the collective memory a touch of modern individualism (Davis, 1979 ). repetition of the idea by a series of characters, who sketch a portrait of the 'face of the generation' and repeatedly state their personal attachment to 'their' product.
Dissonance is created between the artificiality of the 'rejuvenation' of the old product (which sells anyway) and the sense of safety in eating the 'classic' cheese, which receives renewed legitimacy with the visual-verbal packaging. Thus it is possible to feel both secure and modern. This fluctuation between the modern and the nostalgic, the bold and the 'classic' , the harsh and the sentimental, is found in the swing between the registers and the descriptive domains in both literary and 'localese' writing. Both the 'high' linguistic register, which steps in quickly to confront the harsh language, and the meticulous graphic work, which The 'high' register in 'examining' , 'stern look' and 'pitfalls' contrast with the passage's content, and this shows that the author is cross-breeding registers and borrowing from broad dimensions of various speech styles. In Amir's case, as with many other contemporary writers, this strategy creates an idiolect with a clearly personal stamp, directed to an exclusive audience of readers who are themselves sophisticated consumers of both this kind of literature and the previously mentioned commodities. The (written) style of speech and the appearance of the young people advertising the cottage cheese, in addition to the visual and verbal noise accompanying (nothing more than) white cheese, alter the status of the cheese, but they also soften the contradiction. The passage quoted from Amir's story describes the sense of joy mixed with fear experienced by a young girl who is involved in a love relationship, and she is indulging herself in cleaning her house. The young people in the postcards are 'fighting' for their right to turn cottage cheese into a personal deal. The disguise and the contradiction are their protection against the implications of sticking to oldfashioned, sentimental values. Indeed, the point might be made that modern Israeli fiction is vastly influenced by advertising and journalistic writing, both in the anti-literary linguistic register and in the choice of characters and setting -very often, young, sophisticated men and women who work in advertising agencies and the media.
If depicting the female body in advertising is an 'old-fashioned' ploy, the postcards under discussion here frequently show the nude body as well. There are many characters on the postcards: this indicates a trendy blurring of sexual identity, on the one hand, and a standardization which contributes towards the weakening of the inherent threat in equivocal sexual presentation, on the other. The extended presentation is indirectly connected to linguistic experimentation. The more fluid and blurred the boundaries become, the greater the legitimacy for new experiences, and the more standard and inclusive the access to every image and to every product. It is thus easier now to accept the contradiction between linguistic registers and the welding together of words, the picture and product as components of a 'new' language. As I demonstrate later, the combination of obscurity and openness is basic to the worldview of the desired target audience.
Bank Hapoalim
Bank Hapoalim's New Year's greetings cards are a different form of advertising postcard (Figure 6 ). In this case, the advertisement is disguised as one of the original purposes of the medium, since the bank does indeed send New Year's greetings to its customers on postcards. Beyond this, the references are in two directions: the field of Jewish New Year cards, and the field of the internet because the bank advertises its website on the postcard. Here is the network of the text's components, their divisions and the connections between them. of two fields in a repeated network, the New Year and the computer. The fish 'swims' in the blue sea of the computer screen, and the metaphor is extended verbally to surfing. At the New Year family meal, fish is the traditional dish. This is also true of apple, which is eaten with honey to ensure a sweet and fruitful new year, while the dove with the olive branch symbolizes a peaceful year. The use of computer language contributes the humour wwwelcome; 'if you would like to enter...'), and the carefully designed visual image of the holiday symbols is connected with the clean visual image of the computer (a 'live' rather than a cooked fish, and the apple is a still life). All these create an image of subtle, friendly, progressive humour for the bank, even slightly traditional, while it maintains a distance behind the glass wall of the aquarium and the computer screen. And most important -you, the decoding customer, are presumed to be internet literate as well as knowledgeable about traditional New Year symbols. This bank, then, well anchored in progressive 'cutting edge' computer technology as well as in Jewish tradition, is perfectly suited to the audience structured by the advertisements, whose ability to contain and resolve these contradictions is identical.
There are a number of principles found in many of the complex verbal-visual texts, which attempt to present several ideas simultaneously. The intention of these texts is to persuade, to achieve an actual goal, from political advocacy through appliance advertisements to the attempt to influence the thought patterns and life styles of the receivers. I now address some of these principles.
The possibilities of linking diverse texts may seem to give a feeling of openness and pluralism, but a deeper look shows that each of these seemingly open paths is directed, by its unique features and language, to the same conclusion. Sophisticated or naive, appealing to an exclusive audience or to 'the lowest common denominator' , the connected network of references leads to the same desired image. The text may be separated and stratified, and may seem to stand on its own even when one decodes select parts of it; however, its main impression is in its initial viewing as an inclusive text.
The receiver perceives this complexity at first glance, even if some of its parts are foregrounded. But in order to avoid unwanted interpretations, each of the fields of reference are presented only through their positive aspects, which affirm and arouse empathy (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980) . In order not to fall into the opposite trap of being too 'saccharine sweet' , the creators of the text adopt various patterns of humour in order to soften or disguise the central idea.
C O N C L U S I O N
The advertising postcards examined in this article are prominent in their multi-vocal texts, whose overall message is created through the reconstruction of connections between various fields of reference. Various connections between the visual and verbal language are offered in the design of the overall K o h n : L e t ' s p u t o u r ( p o s t ) c a r d s o n t h e t a b l e 281 text, some directly and others that rely on references requiring a certain cultural knowledge. For further discussion, see Forceville's (1996: 200-11) discussion of Jakobson's model and its application to the study of advertisements; see also Fowles (1996: 77-101) . The more complex the reconstruction processes, the smaller the audience for whom full decoding is possible. Frequently, a partial decoding of the obvious language is sufficient in order to be exposed to the product. But this partial understanding is not sufficient to adopt the complex ideas expressed in the postcard as a text that contributes to the definition of belonging to a specific community, which shares knowledge about cultural and linguistic culture.
Beyond the act of collecting the postcard, its complexity requires the additional effort of decoding the message. In order to make the customer become active and to view the postcard as a medium with the possibility of personal expression, the text aims at flattering the receiver's decoding skills. The receiver thus learns to make a connection between pleasure and pride at the ability to reconstruct, which provides him or her with a linguistic key to a community that shares common fields of references. In order to sharpen the definition of this community, the creators of the postcards meticulously present visual and verbal images, which are anchored in the community's perception of their reality, and reinforce the latest trends and fashionable ideas.
The anonymous audience defined by the marketing strategy receives visual stories with blurred, multi-layered boundaries, apparently easily decoded, certainly aesthetically packaged. These stories tempt the audience to invest in the decoding process, and to adopt the proposed format as part of their perception of the cultural world. The construction of the text frequently offers a familiar visual commercial image and immediately blurs it (for example, a scantily-clad young woman selling a product which has no connection to her appearance, while she serves as an isolated sex object). The over-sophistication and multiple possibilities may result in the perception of the advertised product as unclear. However, this lack of clarity may also hold a response to the situation of the audience, a response that takes indeterminacy into account. Enjoy the doubt, reinforce messages, which are not necessarily unequivocal, continue to search for the possible image, do not necessarily accept a clear-cut definition.
The blurring of boundaries between pulling apart and drawing together, warmth and cynicism, nostalgia for the past and the sanctification of the present, the replacing of the public with the intimate and vice versa, the understanding of each text as a network of alternative definitions, and the recognition of a rich variety of segments of decoding, turn the reading of the postcard into a fascinating but confusing act. The postcard's success depends on the ability to present the overall idea as a close network of connections between fields, which may be contradictory, but which all contain a positive and reinforcing feeling of being part of a gesture, an implied whole. Thus, irony will be full of affection; distance will be perceived as almost involuntary; wildness will be mischievous; contradictions will be V i s u a l C o m m u n i c a t i o n 2 ( 3 ) 282 softened; and anchors of 'well-based' knowledge of visual images, a cultural world and use of solid language will help the postcard to remain, after all, an advertising postcard which the customers will be happy to adopt.
Many of the characters appearing in the postcards delineate the contours of a new character, amorphous, unclear, yet polarized, extreme, also multi-purpose; and this character provides a new conceptual terminology based on the negation (or seeming negation) of previously accepted terminology. If the previous language (verbal and visual) used terms such as 'beautiful' , 'attractive' , 'provocative' , 'sexy' , 'mysterious' , these are now reincarnated as 'alienated' , 'on the border of perversion from the norm' , 'distancing themselves' , 'apathetic' , and, for the most part -funny or sophisticated. Part of what defines these postcard advertisements is their superb self-confidence, their capacity for self-irony, for comical selfperception and self-reference, very different from mere caricatures or jokes which characterize many advertisements. Here the humour serves both as glue and as a tranquillizer. The characters in the postcards know how to ridicule themselves (and the audience which identifies with them), but, as in the complex perception of nostalgia, this ridicule also serves as reconciliation between ad and audience as it softens the stylishness and the sense of sterility which dominate 'glamorous' advertisements. The nostalgia for glamour, the desire to belong to the circle of connoisseurs, the passion for prestige, the dream to be 'like in the ad' are not presented directly, but are disguised as the need to know the code of the exclusive audience, which indeed will touch on all of these, but in its own convoluted, sophisticated and, above all, understated way. The product, the visual image, the contemporary slang will in fact be adopted not as self-aggrandizement but out of self-irony, in order to play with the other members of the community. The game component is significant to the understanding of the postcards: after their original purpose as a note sent in the mail has been eradicated, and after their true purpose -as advertisementshas been disguised, the enjoyment they offer is one of their main qualities.
